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National Drought Mitigation Center

Mission:  To lessen societal vulnerability 

to drought by promoting planning and the 

adoption of  appropriate risk management 

techniques.



NDMC Program Objectives

• Improve the science of drought monitoring, planning, 
and mitigation 

• Build awareness of drought and its impacts on society 
and the environment

• Build awareness of how human actions affect our 
vulnerability to drought

• Focus the attention of policy makers on the importance 
of drought policy and planning in the wise stewardship 
of natural resources

RESEARCH, OUTREACH, AND TRAINING
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Drought Management in the U.S.

• 1850s – 1970s

– Relief based policy with increasing 

federal involvement over time

– Little to no “planning”, mostly ad hoc 

response

– Costly!!

Wilhite, D., 1983.Government Response to Drought in the 

United States: With Particular Reference to the Great Plains,  

Journal  and Climate and Applied Meteorology 22: 40-50.





Total federal drought assistance estimated 

at $7-8 Billion for 1976-77.

• About 40 separate programs

• Administration by 16 federal agencies



Recommendations

• Need timely and reliable drought information 

– Conditions and impacts

• Improve impact assessment

• Consistent eligibility for assistance

• Proactive development of response efforts

• Development of a National Drought Plan

• More active role in planning at the state-level

Wilhite et al., 1986. Improving Federal Response to Drought, 

Journal  and Climate and Applied Meteorology 25: 332-342.









Status of State Drought 

Planning 1981-2010









State Drought Plan Database

Database Table Use

Basic Information Tracks basic information such as the classification of the plan, the 

year of implementation, the agency responsible for the plan, etc.

Communication and Coordination Information on how the official at the state level communicate 

with other levels of government

Drought Declaration and Response Information about how drought is declared at the state level and 

how it is responded to

Diversity of Water Users Tracks how the plans account for water users

Impact and Risk Assessment Information on whether or not the plan takes drought impacts 

into account

Triggers Information on how triggers and indicators are used in each plan

Uncertainty Information about how the plan takes uncertainty such as climate 

change into account



National Efforts

• National Drought Policy Act 1998 (P.L. 105-199)

• National Drought Policy Commission 2000 Report

– Preparing for Drought in the 21st Century

• National Drought Preparedness Act

– Introduced in 2001, 2003, and 2005

– Never passed

• Western Governors Association 2004 Report

– Envisioned the National Integrated Drought Information 

System (NIDIS)

• NIDIS Act of 2006

– PASSED!



NIDIS – P.L. 109-430

Calls for an interagency, 

multi-partner approach to 

drought monitoring, 

forecasting, and early 

warning





NIDIS Pilot Areas



Percent Area of the United States 

in Severe and Extreme Drought
January 1895 – January 2011

Based on data from National Climatic Data Center/NOAA



From State Plan Database:

• 74 total plans/updates (71 w/ known start dates)

• 46 implemented w/in 2 years of a drought

• 52 implemented w/in 3 years of a drought

• 57 implemented w/in 5 years of a drought



Components of Drought  

Risk Management

(social factors)(natural event)







Norman, OK

Source: Drought Ready Community: Norman, OK 

Case Study lead by Renee McPherson

Under “normal” climate conditions



Norman, OK

Source: Drought Ready Community: Norman, OK 

Case Study lead by Renee McPherson

Under drought 

conditions





Source: NCDC Billion Dollar Weather Disasters 1980-2010
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Risk Management

(social factors)(natural event)



Positive Influences

• Significant advances in drought monitoring





Positive Influences

• Significant advances in drought monitoring

• Increasing body of drought planning and 

policy literature

– Nationally and globally

• Organizations making drought a priority

– Western Governors’ Association

– NDMC

– NOAA/RISA

– WMO



Where are we going from here?

• NIDIS just getting started, continued national 

interest and growth

• Water and food security world-wide 

• Monitoring – remote sensing!

• Increased mitigation planning at state level

• Greater focus on local level 
– Support from NIDIS

– Research focal point

– Interest from new groups

• FEMA, CDC, APA, etc.



Thank you!

Melissa Widhalm

mwidhalm3@unl.edu
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http://drought.unl.edu


